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Four-character idioms are short and popular phrases created by ancient people. They are 
a crystallization of wisdom. Japanese people derived Chinese characters, literature and culture 
from China more than 1,400 years ago. I chose Japanese four-character idioms containing the 
body part word, and compared with original Chinese four-character idioms. Some of the 
Japanese idioms have the same meaning as the Chinese, while some idioms do not have. 
Now, culturally, it is undeniable that China and Japan have so many things in common. 
Some are exactly same. Maybe they look similar from outside of Asia. However, they are very 
different. There are large amount of idioms in both languages. 
Since the dawn of history, people have been interested in “Body.” Of course, it is not the 
same concept in each race and has several vocabularies of body parts. There are many 
researches on the body part characters. The research of the past decades has shown that the 
human body is a fascinating topic for semantic and cultural studies. For example, various 
body parts provide natural source domains in linguistic conceptualization. 
I classified the relationship between Chinese four-character idioms and Japanese four-
character idioms into these three categories according to its level of equivalence. The first 
level of equivalence is “the basically equivalent”, then the second level is “the partly 
different”, and lastly “the no equivalent relationship.” I also tried to find the cultural roots 
behind those equivalent forms. I will explore the difference between Japanese and Chinese 
by comparing four-character idioms. I researched from many resources. I also researched 
many aspects. 
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1: Objective of the Study 
 
There are currently over a thousand Chinese four-character idioms in the 
dictionary 汉语成语大词典 (2010). I guess many people think that this is very 
fantastic, because four-character idiom (成语) is a crystallization of wisdom, and it 
mostly consists of only four characters. Every four-character idiom (成语) has a story, 
and if the important points of each story and whole memoir can be put into four 
characters, you do not need more than four characters for each story. Four-character 
idiom (成语) is one biggest characteristics of the Chinese language. Ancient Japanese 
people have been spending a lot of time and energy to learn Chinese idioms. 
Researching on four-character idiom (成语) is very useful. Interesting idioms show us 
the new world to Chinese culture. 
“Human body” is a fascinating topic for cultural studies. In many languages, the term 
for the body part “back” also means “behind” or “past”: likewise, the term for “face” 
often means “front” or “future.” “Hand” is typically associated with the concept of 
“help”, “work” or “possession”, while some inner body parts (stomach, heart or liver) 
with emotions. China and Japan have the common form of characters. However, 
Japanese language has many idioms, which express emotions that Chinese language 
does not have or vice versa. According to Ping Lingyu (冯凌宇)①, ancient Chinese 
language already had many body part characters. Their forms are not the same as 
modern Chinese language (现代汉语 ). Some kept the ancient style. Japanese 
language also keeps some ancient Chinese characters, especially that some body part 
words are as same as ancient Chinese language. 
Before, I searched about four-character idioms and I realized there are many of 
idioms. It seemed not a good idea to research on all the idioms. Therefore, my study is 
only about four-character idioms containing body parts. 
Japanese translated Chinese four-character idioms. Some idioms kept the 
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meaning, irony, wisdom, thought, and satire. How many Japanese idioms keep the 
original Chinese four-character idioms?  If original Chinese four-character idioms 
are still used in Japanese language, is it the same meaning as the original idioms? 
How many Chinese four-character idioms were translated in Japanese way? 
2: Research Methodology 
The data of this study is mainly taken from the author's collection that is from the 
Chinese and Japanese dictionaries and bibliographies. 
First, I started to collect some of the articles about the four-character idioms in 
both China and Japan. I studied about the origin of the Japanese language and the 
four-character idioms. Second, I chose four-character idioms, which contain the body 
part word. 
Then I classified the four-character idioms according to its origin. Third, I 
compared each of the characters in the four-character idioms and also the meaning of 
the four-character idiom if it has the same meaning in the both country or not. At last, 
I did my research. In this study, it is essential for the every process to keep these to 
dictionaries with me, one is 湖北大学古籍研究所 『汉语成语大词典』 中华书局 
2010 年版 and the other is 三省堂編修所 『新明解 四字熟語辞典』 三省堂 
1998 年版. It needed certain amount of four-character idioms. I chose more than 500 
four-character idioms from the dictionary 三省堂編修所 『新明解 四字熟語辞
典』 三省堂 1998 年版. I also did my research using internet to understand the 
usage of the four-character idioms. I used two search engines: Google Japan and 
Baidu (百度). Google was mainly used to understand Japanese four-character idioms, 
and Baidu (百度) was mainly used to understand Chinese four-character idioms. 
3: Preceding Research 
 
In Comparison to studies of idioms' meanings, origins and usage in Japanese, 
there are still fewer ones on comparison of four-character idioms. Studies about four-
character idioms from different aspects containing body part words are few. 
Some parts of my study are similar with researches about “Isomorphic 















Chinese and Japanese (中日同形语).” Therefore, I referred to these preceding studies, 
too. There have been many researches on this topic. In these cases, the difference of 
pronunciations is not considered. Chinese and Japanese have their own ways of 
reading the Chinese character. 
These researches have important meanings for education. Because when people 
learn foreign languages, people tend to compare them with their mother languages. 
According to Suzui Yoshiaki (2004), during these twenty years, Chinese scholars, 
who specialized in Japanese research in mainland China, mostly focused on the 
research about “Isomorphic Vocabulary in Chinese and Japanese (中日同形语)”.① 
According to Wang Shunhong (1933), from 1980 to 1999, 250 theses about the 
comparison of Chinese language and Japanese language were released
②
. 
The students of the Japan Foundation in Beijing often choose this subject for 
thesis.
③
 For Chinese speakers, they feel a sense of closeness to Japanese language. 
Japanese speakers also feel a sense of closeness to Chinese language. The sense of 
closeness comes from the similarity of Chinese and Japanese. Their Characters are 
very similar. Kin Jakusei (1987) realized the difference of the meaning of the same 
Chinese character between Chinese and Japanese. Since he had lived in Japan, he 
learned Japanese language, and then he collected some of his essays and published 
them into a book. The title of the book is “The Difference of the Meaning of the Same 
Chinese Character between Chinese and Japanese.” He only confronts the differences 




Yasunori Ohkouchi (1994) said, “In this field, many scholars made great 
progress.” Araya Tsutomu (1983) did research quantitatively. He used a Chinese 
dictionary for his research.
⑤
 Among the 3,800 Chinese common words, about 50 
percent of those were used in Japanese with the same meaning. Endo Shotoku (1998) 
released “The comparison of Isomorphic Vocabulary between Japanese and Chinese.” 
These kinds of data often cause a lot of fuss, because the meanings of characters and 
words changed as time goes by. Some characters had the same meaning before, some 
                                                 
① Yoshiaki Suzui. (2004). The possibility of the research on comparison between Japanese and Chinese 
language. Journal of Waseda University, Japanese education Departmental Bulletin Paper no.3 p94  
② 王順洪.  二十年来中国的汉日語言対比研究:  北京大学 1993 年 架蔵版. 
③ “Japan Foundation in Beijing”  Japan Foundation in Beijing <http://www.jpf.go.jp/e/index.html> 
④ 金若静 『同じ漢字でも これだけ違う日本語と中国語』 学生社 1994 年版 
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characters changed to different meanings in both countries. A vocabulary is changing 
its usage and meaning. Some characters have many meanings. Therefore, it is difficult 
to specify the principal meaning of each character. 
Concerning grammar, Japanese and Chinese were considered as the same before. 
It was not true. Many researchers proved it. 
These researches are valuable especially for Japanese and Chinese language 
teachers. Many Japanese and Chinese language learners will make use of these 
studies' suggestions. Japanese and Chinese languages are not the same. If learners 
know the differences, it will be very helpful for them to understand the languages. 
Concerning four-character idioms, there are many theses and articles, too. 
Shu Tanaka (1985) invented his own style to read Chinese four-character idioms. 
The style is for Japanese speaker to understand the Chinese original style easily. 
Takashima Toshio (2009) said, “in Japan, four-character idioms and four-character 
phrases are mixed.” He pointed out the difference between four-character idioms and 
four-character phrases. According to Song Wenzhou (2006), Japanese people use four-
character idioms but they do not know the meanings. 
He pointed out some mistakes that Japanese often have. 
Previous studies of idioms in China and Japan are mainly focused on features 
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